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Introduction   
 

Texas approached 2020 with the confidence of an economy that had been thriving for decades. With some of the lowest 
unemployment rates on record and the tightest labor market seen in years, the state seemed poised to continue its economic 
expansion. According to the Dallas Federal Reserve, the state also seemed to be in a position to overcome the potential weakening 
of oil prices. However, just three months into 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic brought about the steepest and fastest drop in Texas 
economic activity in modern history.1 

The state had been on a steady employment climb, reaching 13 million in February 2020 for the first time. The coronavirus then took 
hold in Texas in early March and businesses rapidly pulled back to slow its spread. By mid-March, the pandemic caused governments 
to shut down nonessential businesses, resulting in record-setting job loss.2 

In April 2020, the global pandemic ushered in an employment loss of about 1.3 million jobs in Texas. The total level of employment 
fell to 11.6 million. With all these job losses, the state’s unemployment rate jumped to 13.5 percent, up from 3.5 percent in January 
and February 2020. Many Texans transitioned to working from home while essential employees in the state continued to report to 
work. Despite those adjustments, Texas’ key labor-market metrics still had their worst month on record. Every sector of the Texas 
economy lost jobs; the hardest hit sector was leisure and hospitality,3 down 61 percent according to Texas current employment 
statistics data.  

The state now has enough labor market data to look in the rear view mirror and evaluate the initial fallout of the pandemic as it 
pertains to the workforce. Analyzing labor market trends in sub-state geographic regions over time can be used to pinpoint the 
industries and occupational areas most affected by COVID-19. This report references data compiled from Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics, Current Employment Statistics, and Help Wanted Online. The data sets in the report can be used to help assess the 
pandemic’s impact on Texas jobs.  

The civilian labor force and unemployment totals for each local workforce development area (LWDA) in Texas are displayed in 
Appendix A. These graphs allow users to visualize the timeframe and severity of the job loss impact locally. Appendix B contains both 
tables and line graphs exhibiting employment for each major industry by each Texas metropolitan statistical area (MSA). These MSA 
tables and charts are a useful tool to compare industry specific jobs levels in 2019 and 2020. Statewide data are also available in 
both appendices.     

Data were not available to compare occupations within the industries most impacted by COVID-19. However, with the assistance of 
the Texas Workforce Commission (TWC),4 staff of the Texas Workforce Investment Council (Council) was able to access current 
occupation openings. Appendix C lists the top occupations currently needed by employers for each LWDA. This information 
showcases occupational hiring patterns at the local level.    

  

                                                                 
1 Christopher Slijk, “Texas Economy Mends in Fits and Starts from Pandemic’s Onslaught,” Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, Southwest 
Economy, Third Quarter 2020, https://www.dallasfed.org/research/swe/2020/swe2003/swe2003c.aspx. 
2 “Texas Loses 1.2 Million Jobs in April; Employment Likely to Fall 11.7 Percent in 2020,” Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, May 22, 
2020, https://www.dallasfed.org/news/releases/2020/nr200522forecast. 
3 W. Michael Cox and Richard Alm, “How Texas Economy Can Flourish After the Wreckage of COVID-19,” D Magazine, 
August/September 2020, https://www.dmagazine.com/publications/d-ceo/2020/august-september/how-texas-economy-can-
flourish-after-the-wreckage-of-covid-19/.  
4 Labor Market and Career Information department and The Conference Board’s Help Wanted Online program, https://conference-
board.org/data/helpwantedonline.cfm. 
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The Texas Workforce Investment Council 
 

The Texas Workforce Investment Council was created in 1993 by the 73rd Texas Legislature. As an advisory body to the Governor 
and the Legislature, the Council assists with strategic planning for and evaluation of Texas’ workforce system. The Council promotes 
the development of a well-educated, highly skilled workforce for Texas and advocates for a workforce system that provides quality 
workforce education and training opportunities. The 19-member Council includes representatives from business, labor, education, 
community-based organizations, and the Council’s five member state agencies. 

Under Texas Government Code, Section 2308.101, the Council is responsible for promoting the development of a well-educated, 
highly skilled workforce and advocating the development of an integrated workforce development system to provide quality services 
addressing the needs of business and workers in Texas.   

Methodology 
 

A three-pronged data analysis approach was utilized to identify COVID-related job loss by region. Two federal-state data sources 
were used: local area unemployment statistics (LAUS) and current employment statistics (CES). The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
partners with TWC to produce monthly LAUS and CES data. Significant movement of these workforce variables may indicate the 
occurrence of an economic event–in this case, related to the pandemic. The labor market sources used in this report are developed 
and maintained by TWC.5 The third source for this report was the Help Wanted Online program (HWOL),6 which was used to 
determine what occupations employers are looking for currently. TWC also assisted Council staff in extracting data from the HWOL 
system.  

The LAUS program produces monthly estimates of total employment and unemployment that are prepared for over 7,500 areas 
including state, county, and local workforce development areas. In Appendix A, LAUS data was used to display the labor force and 
unemployment totals by LWDA monthly in 2019 and 2020. LAUS data was examined to determine which workforce development 
areas underwent large unemployment gains during this timeframe. The data is organized by LWDA in alphabetical order and 
contains a civilian labor force and unemployment chart for each. 

Visual comparisons of CES data by major industry are displayed in Appendix B. A linear graphic for each industry compares 2019 and 
2020 data. The graphic is a double linear graph for each major industry, with the blue line representing 2019 employment and the 
red line representing 2020 employment. This CES data is available for each MSA in the state to show regional employment impacts 
by major industry sector. A monthly CES data table is also included for each MSA. These CES tables reveal industries in Texas regions 
where the largest changes in employment occurred from the onset of the pandemic until December 2020. All major industries within 
each MSA have been analyzed to determine which industries had the greatest amount of employment change.  

While it is not possible to compare occupations for the industries most affected by the pandemic, the final section of this report is 
intended to examine hiring patterns by LWDA as a proxy. Appendix C lists which occupations employers in each LWDA are currently 
seeking. However, there may or may not be a correlation to industry job loss because of COVID-19, and not all the current job 
listings are related to refilling jobs lost due to the pandemic. Nevertheless, in order to assess demand, the focus is on job postings by 
region through the Help Wanted Online program. The resulting graphs show the top 25 occupations posted in descending order by 
LWDA for November 2019 and November 2020, which provides a comparison of local occupational labor market demand at a point 
in time before and during the pandemic.  

 

                                                                 
5 Labor Market and Career Information, Texas Workforce Commission, https://texaslmi.com/. 
6 The Conference Board Help Wanted Online data series provides timely monthly measures of labor demand (advertised vacancies) 
at the national, regional, state, and metropolitan area levels. 
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Unemployment 
 

Statewide  
Texas faced its tightest labor market in decades at the onset of 2020, with unemployment rates at a historically low 3.5 percent. 
There were few signs that a decline of the scale brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic was about to happen. COVID-19 took hold in 
Texas in March, and businesses quickly scaled back to slow its spread. Economic activity plunged leading into April as nonessential 
businesses across the state closed their doors or reduced operations.  

Texas unemployment nearly quadrupled on an over-the-year basis from April 2019 to April 2020, with a steep over-the-month rise 
of 141.0 percent7 from March to April 2020 (Figure 1). The Texas unemployment rate peaked at 12.7 percent in April 2020, while the 
nationwide unemployment rate elevated to 14.4 percent. The unemployment rate in Texas settled down to 6.7 percent (948,550 
unemployed) in December 2020, more than double the rate of 3.3 percent (464,113 unemployed) a year earlier.8 Moving forward, 
“economists estimate [that] a weakened global demand for oil, high unemployment and the ongoing public health crisis will 
continue to hamper Texas’ economic recovery.”9 The state’s unemployment rate is slightly above the rate during the peak of the 
2008 Great Recession. The labor market continues to fluctuate, and as such recovery in Texas will take time to stabilize. 

 
Figure 1: Texas Unemployment January 2019 – December 2020 

 
Source: TexasLMI.com, LAUS data (not seasonally adjusted), Texas Labor Market and Career Information, Texas Workforce Commission 

Regional  
Since the end of the Great Recession, the state realized substantial job growth. When the pandemic hit, businesses had to close their 
doors, and Texas job gains dropped back to 2014 levels.10 The spike in unemployed workers was widespread across Texas during the 
early months of the pandemic. Every LWDA experienced a surge in unemployment in April 2020 (see Table 1). Some areas were hit 
harder than others. Eighteen LWDAs experienced more than a 100 percent increase in unemployment from March to April 2020. 
LWDAs containing the six largest civilian labor forces in Texas (Capital Area, Alamo, Tarrant County, Greater Dallas, North Central, 

                                                                 
7 (April 2020 [1,698,726]-March 2020 [704,889])/(March 2020 [704,889]) 
8 LAUS Seasonally Adjusted Data, Labor Market and Career Information, Texas Workforce Commission, https://texaslmi.com/.  
9 Anna Novak and Mitchell Ferman, “Texas’ unemployment rate stays near highs not seen since the 2008 Great Recession,” The 
Texas Tribune, January 8, 2021, https://apps.texastribune.org/features/2020/texas-unemployment/. 
10 “Texas Economic Indicators,” Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, December 21, 2020, 
https://www.dallasfed.org/research/indicators/tei/2020/tei2012.aspx. 
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and Gulf Coast) realized unemployment increases between 142 and 211 percent (Table 1). Three smaller workforce areas (Rural 
Capital, Borderplex, and Permian Basin), also sustained relatively large unemployment increases of 162.5 percent, 162.2 percent, 
and 152.7 percent respectively.    

  

Table 1: Unemployment Over-the-Month Percentage Change by Local Workforce Development Area           
March 2020 – April 2020 

 

LWDA Period Civilian Labor 
Force 

Unemployment OTM % Change 
March to April 2020 

Capital Area Apr-20  700,697   84,889  211.5% 
Alamo Apr-20  1,181,346   152,892  176.8% 
Tarrant County Apr-20  1,029,012   134,750  168.8% 
Rural Capital Apr-20  528,431   58,068  162.5% 
Borderplex Apr-20  358,668   51,287  162.2% 
Greater Dallas Apr-20  1,285,859   168,108  159.4% 
Permian Basin Apr-20  244,726   27,065  152.7% 
North Central Apr-20  1,519,118   175,612  152.3% 
Gulf Coast Apr-20  3,347,786   466,478  142.8% 
Coastal Bend Apr-20  249,008   36,365  125.7% 
Texoma Apr-20  95,199   9,836  124.9% 
South Texas Apr-20  116,160   15,149  121.0% 
South Plains Apr-20  195,150   18,620  116.5% 
Southeast Texas Apr-20  162,690   28,462  115.0% 
North Texas Apr-20  89,643   8,844  112.0% 
Golden Crescent Apr-20  86,869   9,189  110.1% 
Concho Valley Apr-20  67,808   6,461  107.9% 
Cameron Apr-20  162,372   26,248  101.6% 
East Texas Apr-20  365,818   39,591  99.5% 
Central Texas Apr-20  186,341   19,835  95.9% 
Northeast Apr-20  115,635   12,673  95.8% 
Heart of Texas Apr-20  156,381   15,420  92.1% 
Brazos Valley Apr-20  158,213   14,034  89.8% 
Panhandle Apr-20  192,213   14,326  85.7% 
Lower Rio Grande Apr-20  380,308   67,483  79.1% 
West Central Apr-20  134,231   11,145  70.0% 
Middle Rio Grande Apr-20  72,296   9,725  66.3% 
Deep East Texas Apr-20  144,331   16,172  63.7% 

Source: TexasLMI.com, LAUS data (not seasonally adjusted), Labor Market and Career Information, Texas Workforce Commission 

 

Although regional unemployment has recovered from the highs of April 2020, none of the 28 LWDAs have returned to their pre-
pandemic unemployment level. Appendix A displays monthly unemployment levels by LWDA for 2019 and 2020. 

Industry Employment 
 

Statewide 
Since the COVID-19 outbreak, the labor market has suffered primarily because consumers have curtailed their activity due to the 
public health threat. Despite that, Texas has been adding jobs since May 2020 (Figure 2). Even with hiring activity after the 
significant employment losses last spring due to the pandemic, Texas still had over 500,000 fewer jobs in December 2020 than a year 
prior.11  

                                                                 
11 Texas Employment December 2019 [13,029,600] – Texas Employment December 2020 [12,453,100] = [576,500] 
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Figure 2: Texas Total Nonfarm Employment January 2019 – December 2020 

 
Source: TexasLMI.com, CES data, Texas Labor Market and Career Information, Texas Workforce Commission 

 

Leisure and Hospitality and Trade, Transportation, and Utilities sustained the greatest job losses in April 2020, a decline of 510,300 
and 199,600, respectively. In addition, the service sectors (Professional and Business Services and Educational and Health Services) 
and Retail Trade also underwent significant employment drops in April. The initial shutdown severely affected restaurants, travel 
and accommodations, and closely related businesses.12  

Trade and transportation businesses slowed initially but added just over 216,000 jobs from May to December 2020. Neither Leisure 
and Hospitality nor Trade, Transportation, and Utilities have returned to their 2019 levels (Figures 3 and 4). Other sectors such as 
Construction and Manufacturing have also struggled to recover from the sharp declines in April. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
12 Michael Wolf, “BLS Employment Projections and the Pandemic,” U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, December 2, 2020, 
https://www.bls.gov/emp/publications/pandemic-scenarios.htm. 
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Figures 3 and 4: Texas Employment for Leisure and Hospitality and Trade, Transportation, and Utilities       
January 2019 – December 2020 

 

 

Source: TexasLMI.com, CES data, Texas Labor Market and Career Information, Texas Workforce Commission 

 

Figures 5 and 6: Texas Employment for Professional and Business Services and Financial Activities              
January 2019 – December 2020 

 

 
Source: TexasLMI.com, CES data, Texas Labor Market and Career Information, Texas Workforce Commission 

 

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, a few segments of the Texas labor market held up well in 2020. The Financial 
Activities industry sector increased by 18,600 jobs from April to December. The Professional and Business Services industry added 
136,200 jobs for the same time period (Figures 5 and 6). Professional and Business Services is a very large sector of the Texas 
economy that includes legal services, accounting, tax preparation, architecture, and engineering. Both industry sectors rallied from 
the initial drop in employment numbers to numbers that nearly equaled pre-pandemic levels (Figures 5 and 6).  

Looking forward, the Dallas Federal Reserve reported that “Texas job growth slowed in November as COVID-19 cases and 
hospitalizations increased sharply. Due to the recent surge in COVID-19, we expect a weak first quarter in 2021. However, as 
vaccines become more widely available, job growth should accelerate. We expect Texas job growth will be above trend but not fast 
enough to return to pre-COVID levels by year-end.”13 

                                                                 
13 Keith R. Philips, “Texas Employment Forecast,” Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, December 18, 2020, 
https://www.dallasfed.org/research/forecast/2021/. 
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Regional  
Regionally, Leisure and Hospitality was the main industry sector impacted from the onset of the pandemic. This industry sector was 
the most severely affected industry in 23 of the 25 metro areas in Texas in April 2020. This sector was essentially shut down across 
the state when many businesses related to travel and accommodations and food service closed. The threat of COVID-19 severely 
restricted businesses with heavy face-to-face customer interaction and onsite food and beverage consumption.  

The Longview and Midland metropolitan statistical areas were outliers, sustaining their largest declines in the Mining, Logging, and 
Construction sector, losing 2,000 and 5,300 jobs, respectively, in April 2020. The five largest MSAs in the state posted a total 
employment loss of 1,005,900 combined across all major industries. The Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington MSA declined by 367,300 jobs, 
followed by Houston-The Woodlands-Sugar Land with a decrease of 359,200 (Figure 7). Please refer to Appendix B for detailed 
tables and line graphs exhibiting employment by major industry for all 25 MSAs. 

 

Figure 7: Employment Decline for the Top Five Metropolitan Statistical Areas, April 2020 

 
Source: TexasLMI.com, CES Data, Texas Labor Market and Career Information, Texas Workforce Commission 

Current Regional Hiring Patterns 
 

Data were not available for comparing occupations within the industries most impacted by COVID-19. As an alternative, the final 
section of this report displays job posting patterns by LWDA. There may or may not be a direct correlation between current hiring 
patterns and jobs lost due to the pandemic. However, job posting patterns can be used to compare labor demand from a point in 
time before the pandemic (November 2019) and a point in time a year later (November 2020). This information highlights the 
occupations that employers are currently seeking, and how that has changed over the year in each region.  

The Help Wanted Online (HWOL) data used in this report revealed two trends in job posting patterns. Based on the HWOL data 
displayed in Appendix C, there were substantially more postings for healthcare related occupations, specifically for Registered 
Nurses, Nursing and Medical Assistants, and Licensed Vocational Nurses, across all 28 LWDAs in November 2020 than in November 
2019. Also, there was a large and widespread increase in employer demand for Heavy and Tractor-Trailer Truck Drivers (Table 2).   
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Table 2: Top Advertised Occupations by Texas Local Workforce Development Area 
November 2019 and November 2020 

 

LWDA Occupations Nov-19 Number of 
Postings 

Occupations Nov-20 Number of 
Postings 

Alamo Registered Nurses                 834  Registered Nurses  1,188 
Borderplex Registered Nurses                 388  Registered Nurses  497 
Brazos Valley Registered Nurses                   80  Registered Nurses  72 
Cameron  Registered Nurses                 162  Registered Nurses  121 
Capital Area Software Developers             1,177  Software Developers 1,033 
Central Texas Registered Nurses                 106  Heavy Truck Drivers  213 
Coastal Bend Registered Nurses                 156  Heavy Truck Drivers  358 
Concho Valley Registered Nurses                   11  Heavy Truck Drivers  104 
Deep East Texas Registered Nurses                   54  Registered Nurses  90 
East Texas Registered Nurses                 125  Registered Nurses  319 
Golden Crescent Licensed Vocational Nurses                  26  Heavy Truck Drivers  27 
Greater Dallas Software Developers             2,158  Software Developers 1,347 
Gulf Coast Registered Nurses              1,686  Registered Nurses  1,534 
Heart of Texas Registered Nurses                 109  Heavy Truck Drivers  258 
Lower Rio Grande Registered Nurses                 185  Customer Service Reps 137 
Middle Rio Grande Heavy Truck Drivers                   14  Heavy Truck Drivers  108 
North Central Texas Retail Salespersons                923  Registered Nurses  788 
North Texas Retail Salespersons                  37  Heavy Truck Drivers  192 
Northeast Registered Nurses                   39  Registered Nurses  84 
Panhandle Registered Nurses                 104  Heavy Truck Drivers  316 
Permian Basin Sales Reps, Wholesale                166  Heavy Truck Drivers  226 
Rural Capital Retail Salespersons                281  Registered Nurses  321 
South Plains Registered Nurses                 203  Heavy Truck Drivers  400 
South Texas Heavy Truck Drivers                 124  Heavy Truck Drivers  502 
Southeast Texas Retail Salespersons                  94  Registered Nurses  77 
Tarrant County Retail Salespersons                794  Registered Nurses  954 
Texoma Registered Nurses                   68  Registered Nurses  76 
West Central Retail Salespersons                  55  Heavy Truck Drivers  330 

Source: The Conference Board’s Help Wanted Online, Labor Market and Career Information, Texas Workforce Commission 

 

In addition to registered nurses, truck drivers were in demand in late 2020. This demand positioned the Trade, Transportation, and 
Utilities industry sector as one of the fastest industries in Texas to regain workers lost during the initial pandemic downturn. 
According to the chief economist for American Trucking Associations, nearly every good consumed in the United States is put on a 
truck at some point, and in 2019, more than 70 percent of all freight was transported by trucks, equaling nearly 12 billion tons of 
goods.14 An effect of the pandemic has been that consumer behavior shifted towards purchasing items online.  This sharp increase in 
e-commerce magnifies the need for truck drivers. HWOL data shows that Heavy and Tractor-Trailer Truck Drivers was the top posted 
occupation in 12 of the 28 Texas LWDAs in November 2020.  

For further comparison, Appendix C lists the top 25 occupations posted for each local workforce development area in November 
2019 and November 2020.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
14 “Economics and Industry Data,” American Trucking Associations, 2021, https://www.trucking.org/economics-and-industry-data. 
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Concluding Comment 
 

The data sets in this report can be used to assess the Texas labor market’s reaction to the pandemic, both statewide and at the local 
level. Council staff will continue to monitor these data sets for future updates related to COVID-19 and the labor market.  
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Appendix A: Civilian Labor Force and Unemployment by Local Workforce 
Development Area 
 

Local Area Unemployment Statistics data were used in this section to display the labor force and unemployment totals by local 
workforce development area for each month in 2019 and 2020. These charts can be used to identify the local areas that experienced 
the largest unemployment gains during the onset of the pandemic. The local workforce development areas are listed in alphabetical 
order. Note: The civilian labor force and unemployment figures in the following charts are actual, without seasonal adjustment.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




















































































































































